SAFE CUSTODY
it'd take them a hundred years. And I can't see
Punter really trying at a job like that."
Olivia and I began to shake with laughter.
" I admit all you say," said my cousin. " I can
offer no explanation of any kind. All the facts are
against me. And yet I cannot believe that Harris
and Father Herman have thrown in their hand.
That, to my mind, is unthinkable. If I'm right,
they're taking action ...
" Now they know that any day we may find the
key to the cipher-—and once we've read the cipher,
we've got the goods. Any action they may take is,
therefore, as good as useless, unless it's swift. Very
well. If I'm right, they are taking swift action—and
I want to know what it is."
Palin lighted a cigar with infinite care.
"This cipher business," he said. "We haven't
said much about it, because out of office hours we try
to forget. But now we've both agreed that I shall
tell you the truth.
" The result which Olivia and I are endeavouring
to achieve demands a mental energy which tends to
unhinge the mind that puts it forth. I'll tell you why.
In the first place, we devote rather more than six
hours a day to the arrangement, disarrangement and
rearrangement of the alphabet—an exercise which is
beneath the intelligence of a child of eight. Secondly,
there are so many million combinations of letters
which may or may not be the one which we require
that each time we start in to test a new one, the
operation is not dignified by that spirit of excited
hopefulness which means so much. Finally, it is
impossible entirely to lose sight of the fact that if
somebody bet me an even pony that we shan't have
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